A total score for each parent or parent figure was computed by summing the responses to each item (always = 3, usually = 2, sometimes = 1, never = 0), using reverse scoring for positively worded questions. This procedure yielded scores for lack of care from each parent ranging from 0 to 21, with higher scores indicating higher levels of lack of care. The mean score for lack of care from mother was 3.8 (SD = 3.9; a = .82) and the mean for lack ofcare from father was 5.4 (SD = 4.9; alpha = .86). In the analyses that follow, we define subjects as having experienced lack of care if they scored in the highest 10th percentile of the distributions of lack of care scores for either parent (corresponding to a score of greater than 10 for mother's lack of care or greater than 12 for father's lack of care). Analyses (not reported here) using different cutpoints (15th, 20th, and 25th percentiles) and continuous-scale scores yielded similar results. Analyses using lack of care from mother only and lack of care from father only also produced comparable results.
Childhood Childhood Adversity and Homelessness broad social context that allows for the existence of widespread homelessness.37 Absent these structural conditions (e.g., the inadequate supply of affordable housing), it is unlikely that childhood adversity would frequently lead to adult homelessness.
Causal Pathways
There are likely to be multiple causal pathways through which these risks might operate. In earlier work, Susser'5 emphasized the possibility that childhood adversity may predispose individuals to homelessness because effective kin support is presumably less often present in families in which such adversity occurs. Since the family of origin is seen as an important potential source of assistance to individuals in trouble, it follows that if this resource is less available, the risk of homelessness would be increased.38 Furthermore, the work of Brown and colleagues suggests that other sources of social support during adulthood may also be strongly compromised, albeit less directly, by adverse childhood experiences. In Brown and Moran's research on working-class women, childhood adversity has been found to predict a range of subsequent interpersonal problems including social isolation or development of relationships with people who are undependable support figures.26 Consistent with these findings, evidence for the role of social isolation as a mediating factor in the link between abuse during childhood and adult homelessness among Vietnamera war veterans has been reported by Rosenheck and Fontana.22 In the present study, measures of social support were restricted to current indicators only, limiting our homeless group is substantially lower than has typically been reported in studies of currently homeless populations. A plausible explanation consistent with this discrepancy is that out-of-home care may be more strongly associated with duration of homelessness than with its initial onset. Our data do not permit us to directly assess this hypothesis.
As a final caveat, we emphasize that by focusing on childhood risk factors, we are not attempting to explain all cases of homelessness. Despite the strong relationship we found between adverse childhood experiences and homelessness, roughly one third of the persons in our sample who became homeless as adults reported no lack of care, while roughly one half of those who became homeless reported no childhood physical abuse.
Conclusions
Our results lend strong support to the hypothesized link between adverse childhood experiences and adult homelessness, confirming what a number of previous studies have suggested. These results are consistent with a rapidly growing body of research indicating that abuse and neglect during childhood are also potent risk factors for a number of psychiatric disorders, including depression, anxiety, and substance abuse.9 2 4143 A definitive understanding of the mechanisms through which these risk factors operate awaits future research that is explicitly designed to test hypotheses about such mechanisms. Nonetheless, these findings suggest that interventions that can effectively reduce the incidence of child abuse and neglect may ultimately yield a large dividend by preventing critical social problems including homelessness and the enormous social costs that these problems engender. El
